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ABSTRACT 

This brief review summarizes **What's Happening in 
Teacher Testing,*^ a report from the U.S. Department of Education 
which provides information on teacher testing programs already in 
place. The report includes articles on testing and related areas, 
such as the history of teacher testing, legal considerations, and 
teacher supply and demand. Information on ordering the report is 
presented. (JD) 
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What's Happening in Teacher Testing 



"To test or not to test?** Tnat is a question 
animating fierce debates among those for and 
against teacher testing. In the last 5 years, 
every State in the Nation Jias examined this 
issue, and the general verdict is a resounding 
"Yes!" This, in turn, has generated other ques- 
tions. What types of exams are being used in 
the 34 Stales that have already introduced 
teacher testing? What do the tests test? What 
are the virtues and drawbacks of such tests? 
Do they accurately gauge the competence of 
a potential (or practicing) teacher? What chal- 
lenges confront teachers, administrators, and 
policymakers involved in these decisions? 
Where is teacher testing headed? 

The U.S. Department of Educauon has 
released What's Happening in Teacher Test- 
ing , an analysis of some of these quesuons that 
provides accurate, objective, and timely infor- 
mation on testing programs already in place. 
Developed by the Dcparlment's Office of 
Educational Research and Improvement, the 
report includes articles on testing and related 
areas, such as the history of teacher testing, 
legal considerations, and teacher supply and 
demand, written by a number of experts in the 
field. 

The stpdy defines four types of teacher 
exair.s' admissions tests, certification tests, 
rccertification tests, and performance evalua- 
tions. Prospective teachers take admissions 
tests before entering training programs that 
are usually in colleges and universities, while 
certification tests are administered either after 
the training program or before initial certifica- 
tion. Some classroom teachers must pass a 
rccertification test and receive on-the-job pcr- 
^ formancc evaluations as a condition for con- 
tinned employment. 
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Tlie most common exam is the certification 
test, which 44 States use or plan to use. Ad- 
missions tests are also becoming popular, witli 
27 States already administering them. Al- 
though only >evcn States give performance 
evaluations, another 17 intend to institute 
them. Reccrufication tests arc rare and are 
presently required in only three States. 

Many people view testing as an important 
mechanism for monitoring the quality of 
teachers. In 1 983 , A Nation at Risk pointed out 
that "loo few academically able students are 
being attracted to teaching," and "too many 
teachers are being drawn from the bottom 
quarter" of college graduates. Many believe 
that administering one or more types of 
teacher tests will help solve these problems by 
screening out unqualified candidates and, 
thus, strengthening the teaching profession. In 
this way, proponents argue, a more qualified 
teaching force will improve the overall quality 
of American education. 

Understandably, testing is controversial. 
Too often, the debate between those eager for 
improvements (administrators. State 
policymakers, and parens) and those faced 
with a possible threat to their livelihood 
(teachers and prospective teachers) 
degenerates into bickering, sometimes into 
lawsuits. Nevertheless, public support for 
teacher testing remains high. A 1986 Galli:p 
Poll of the public's attitudes toward various 
aspects of e<iucaiior showed that 85 percent 
of the respondents felt that prospective 
teachers should oe required to pas', a State 
exam in the subjects they intend to teach. 

Recently, Arkansas Governor Bill Clinton 
argued that the need to increase public con- 



fidence in American education outweighs the 
resisliince to examinations: 

To those who feci insulted by the test, 
I can only reply that I think it is a small 
price to pay in exchange for the biggest 
tax increase for education in Arkansas 
history, and for the contribution the test- 
ing process would make in our efforts to 
restore the teaching profession to the 
position of public trust and esteem it 
deserves. 

Despite such suong endorsements, op- 
ponents consistently stress the drawbacks to 
teacher testing. Whafs Happening in Teacher 
Testing examines two: 1) exams may increase 
teacher shortages by discouraging applicants 
from entering the field, and 2) they may 
reduce the number of minority group mem- 
bers in the profession. 

Proponents contend that the purpose of 
testing is to ensure that only those whoare best 
qualified enter and stay in the profession. 
They argue that people ill-equipped to teach 
should not. 

The fact that many minority group mem- 
bers often fail these tests at a disproportionate 
rate is a problem that receives special atten- 
tion in What*s Happening in Teacher Testing. 
According to the report, only "23 |)crcent of 
blacks and 34 percent of Hispanics ... passed 
the Texas admissions test between March 
1984 and March 1985. [And] in Louisiana, 
only 10 percent of students graduating from 
predominantly black colleges between 1978 
and 1984 passed the certification test." In 
1980, minority teachers made up 12.5 percent 
of the national teaching force, but this propor- 
tion could fall to as low as 5 percent by 1990 
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if trends in cnrollmcnl and allrilion rates con- 
tinue. Bernard Gifford, dean of education at 
the University of California, Berkeley, and the 
author of one article in the report, suggests 
ways to increase numbers of minority 
tCiichers. These ways include early recruit- 
ment and intensive training of qualified 
minority and low-income students. 

What's Happening in Teacher Testing also 
looks at other arguments against examining 
feachers. Testing alone may not improve 
teacher quality; the tests may be an overreac- 
lion to a problem that does not exist; and some 
tests may provide too low a standard for judg- 
ing teachers. 

"Content and Difficulty of a Teacher Cer^ 
tification Examination/' a chapter written by 
Lawrence M. Rudner the project director, ex- 
amines the latter issue in full. Using the Na- 
tional Teacher Examinations (NTE) test as an 
example, Rudner concludes that the ''[c] ore 
battery tests are not difficult," and only test 
"basic reading, writing, and listening skills 
needed to teach effectively." Furthermore, 



after examining the jwoccss of setting passing 
scores in States and districts, he concludes that 
"most States have made sizable adjustments 
to allow for errors in measurement/' which 
have resulted in passing scores as low as 35 
percent of possible answers. 

The report provides a detailed, State-by- 
State rundown of the current status of teacher 
testing. It shows that more Jesting will emerge 
over the next few years. In 1989, for example, 
Wisconsin will implement an admissions test 
and Massachusetts will begin a certification 
test. In other places, additional initiatives will 
build on teacher testing programs akeady in 
use. 

One such initiative on the national level has 
been the Carnegie Forum on Education and 
the Economy's creation of a National Board 
for Professional Teaching Standards. This 
board is currently developing standards by 
which to recognize master teachers. 

The proponents of teacher testing have 
won the initial skirmishes, but the battle is far May 1988 



from over. The trend toward more testing will 
continue over the tommg years, and so will 
the challenges. 



Single copies of Whai*s Happening in 
Teacher Testing a:c available for S7.50 from 
the Superintendent of Documents, Govern- 
ment Printing Office (GPO), WasMngton, 
D.C. 20402. GPO stock number for the publi- 
cation is 065-000-003606-6. When ordering 
books from GPO, checks should be made out 
to the "Superintendent of Documents." 



Tony Fowler, Writer 
Kathleen C. Price, Editor 
Mitchell B. Pcarlstein, Director of Outreach 
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